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Unlocking the power of Cambridgeshire and Peterborough as a destination experience

	What ?
	Retailors; Hospitality; Tourism; Bus and Rail operators work together to deliver for residents and incoming tourists a destination experience which encourages them to use their discretionary spending to travel and use these businesses

	Why ?
	Poor retail footfall in key shopping areas
Drop in domestic tourism

	Timescales
	Establish October/Nov 26; Go live for Christmas 2026

	Measures of success
	Improved customer footfall
Higher spend in businesses 
Improved bus and rail passenger numbers




Overview

Since January 2026 bus passenger numbers have dropped significantly across Cambridgeshire and Peterborough, currently standing at as high as 23% down compared to last year (this excludes the impact of Busway Fencing).

Drilling into the reasons for this include poor retail footfall (down 3.8% in year in Cambridge in August; 2.1% in the eastern region, compared to 1.8% at a national level). Employment levels are good at around 78% across the region. Data for working from home is hard to find but incidental data we have from rail strikes shows Cambridgeshire and Peterborough to be an area where work from home is a preferred option as opposed to driving (rail passenger data is good and growing).

Tourism is a key part of the national GDP, worth £147bn annually to the Uk (about 5% of GDP) and employs 1 in every 15 jobs are in tourism – 2.4 million people.  In Cambridgeshire and Peterborough, the stats are equally impressive: -

(i) Spend - £2.5bn in our area

(ii) 8,353 visitor businesses employing 40,400 people.  600 of the businesses have 7% of the overall sector and could grow by 20% in the next year.

Cambridgeshire has a successful Local Visitor Economic Partnership (LVEP) accredited by Visit England which has developed a Destination Management Plan to 2031 with ambitious targets to grow the sector.

Unlocking those potential needs good bus and rail links and economic incentives for people to use them.

There are several key events in the region.  These include sporting; cultural and tourism related – all of which have the potential to grow further if there are multiple bodies promoting them and this includes how to get there.   In addition to these retailors have events (sales nights; promotions in Grand Arcade) which again could gain further numbers if more people were promoting them and bus links to access them.

Gloucester has achieved major year on year retail footfall growth of last least 23% (https://www.gloucester.gov.uk/news/2026-news/gloucester-city-centre-bucks-national-trend-as-footfall-surges/).  One key source of this success has been regular events in the City Centre which are well publicised.  Cambridge; Peterborough and Ely have those events and although the organisers work hard to publicise them if more people publicised them and how to get to them even more visitor numbers could be generated.

Stagecoach in the 80S and 90s had a deal whereby on the back of bus tickets was a voucher for a cheap McDonalds.  We currently have a deal with Reward Bag for our APP which offers discounts on things like Gusto Boxes.  To tempt out discretionary spenders, either resident or visitor we need to offer discounts relevant to Cambridgeshire and Peterborough which people identify with.  Regs on promoting high fat and sugar foods to young people need to be considered but these only kick in where more than 50% of customers are under 15 and bus and rail passengers don’t hit that criteria.


What is the plan ?

Progress needs to start with a meeting of

Cambridge Bid
Peterborough Positive
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough LVEP
Cambridgeshire Chamber of Commerce
Cambridge County Events Officer
Peterborough City Council Events Officer
Key bus and rail operators
Grand Arcade
Queensgate
John Lewis

This needs to focus on delivering the following:-

1. a central record of events being planned. The LVEP is going to deliver a web site for this but this will take time.  A simple shared Excel spreadsheet which has details of the event; location; contact details and spare columns for details of bus and rail ways to reach it.

The bus and rail operators would then use their email lists; socials and press releases to highlight how to get to these events with fare promotions to help with this.  The organisers would then undertake to include ‘how to get to our event’ in all their publicity.

This needs to include retailor events like Christmas Shopping Nights; Santa events; sale nights etc.

By using a simple shared excel spreadsheet we can get things going ready for Christmas 2026 and then it can potentially fold into a LVEP website.


2. Key visitor attractions

We need to identify those which are on a bus route.  Where there are those not on a bus route a discussion can take place on how to do that.  In the current economic climate, it is difficult for bus operators to take 100% commercial risk, but if the visitor attraction is prepared to offer a good discount on production of a bus ticket this may open the bus operator to consider taking a measured risk.

This has been delivered to considerable success in Central Bedfordshire with discounts on admission of up to 50% at Whipsnade Zoo.  (https://www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk/transport-roads-and-parking/public-transport/days-out-bus).


3. Discounts from retailors to encourage people to visit

Times are hard from a retailing perspective but any meaningful level of discount which could be offered would be an incentive for someone who would not otherwise visit to visit and spend money.  These discounts would then be publicised by the bus operators through their socials/ press releases and there would be the option for retailors to put them on the back of ticket rolls and in through our APP.

The deal is in place with Ticket media to do this for Ticket rolls and Reward Bag for the APP.  We just need to actively sign post businesses to these people to make additional locally relevant discounts happen.

If a retailor was prepared to offer something we could also explore other benefits back e.g. discounted staff travel or even with food businesses offering promotions where we pay for bus customers to have free food (e.g. as First did with Greggs for Catch the Bus Month).

4. How to encourage visitors to stay for longer, travel and spend more in visitor businesses

If we are to encourage visitors to stay longer and travel further, they need to know how they can travel across the region.  To this end we would be interested to discussing the establishment of a Visitor Pass, similar to that used in Belfast,  (https://visitbelfast.com/plan/belfast-visitor-pass) but which includes discounted admission to key attractions.


Timescales

If these measures can be established during October and November 26 we could go for a soft launch for Christmas 2026 and then capitalise on this for Easter 2027.


Measures of success

We would benchmark the success of this initiative based on pre launch:-

1. Retail footfall
2. Bus passenger numbers
3. Attraction visitor numbers
4. Tourist numbers
5. Tourist spend

Success can then be defined as any major improvement in the base line numbers.

In addition, we would also use things such as QR codes/ticket redemptions where possible to measure additional success factors.
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